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AHMED AFZAAL

Return to Purpose: Learning
in an Age of Collapse
“In times of change, learners inherit the earth, while the
learned find themselves beautifully equipped to deal with
a world that no longer exists.” |

ERIC HOFFER

Liberal arts education in the

is demanding our immediate attention, but treating a

United States has experi-

patient’s acute symptoms is no substitute for diagnosing

enced quite a few upheavals

the underlying disease. It is tempting to evade responsi-

since 2007, the year I joined

bility by blaming impersonal forces beyond our control,

Concordia College. First came the financial crisis and the

but that attitude is reactive and disempowering; it does

great recession, followed by the crisis of the humanities.

nothing to improve our resilience or our capacity to rise

Then a deadly pandemic arrived, causing yet another shock

up to the occasion.

1

to enrollments and revenue. As I write these lines, new

Throughout this period of crises, colleges have tried to

challenges—more disruptive than the current ones—are

mitigate their troubles as best as they could. Increasingly,

on the horizon. It is high time we confront the following

however, their best is just not good enough. The main reason,

questions: How well have we managed these crises? How

in my view, is that their responses have been driven by a frag-

prepared are we to meet future ones?

mented view of reality. If donations are down, let’s increase

Crises are not just unfortunate occurrences; they

tuition or improve fundraising; if enrollments are low, let’s

are also signs that invite interpretation, discussion, and

ramp up marketing and recruiting; if expenses are high, let’s

reflection. Crises tell us that we need to pause whatever

downsize the faculty. When these piecemeal measures fail to

we have been doing and turn our attention inwards, think

deliver, the standard response is to intensify the effort—as if

about where we are and how we got here, and decide

doing more of the same will lead to different outcomes. Rarely

whether a change of direction is warranted. This impera-

do leaders entertain the possibility that the fault may lie in

tive becomes increasingly urgent as the interval between

some of their own assumptions.

crises becomes shorter and shorter—for that, too, is a
sign. It is, of course, necessary to deal with whatever

Two critical assumptions have been especially problematic. First, decision-makers have assumed that these
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difficulties are temporary. Once the pandemic is over, once

terms of two types of learning. To understand these types,

the economy recovers, once the birth rate goes back up

consider the fact that the strategies that leaders employ

again, once the donations start coming in—then every-

to achieve organizational goals are based on particular

thing will return to normal. As a result, colleges have

assumptions about how the world works, and that leaders

used strategies that are essentially about buying time.

use the resulting outcomes to measure the effectiveness

Underlying this approach is the assumption that, except

of their strategies. If the outcomes turn out to be unsatis-

for an occasional glitch or two, the world in the coming

factory, then it follows that strategies are flawed and need

decades will remain essentially the same as it has been in

to be changed. This is called “single-loop” learning, or

the recent past.

problem-solving. However, if leaders are willing to allow the

Second, decision-makers have assumed that higher

feedback from reality to illuminate not only their strategies

education’s leadership and management model is

but also the underlying assumptions, then they have the

basically sound and need not be questioned, let alone

opportunity to learn in a much more profound way; this is

changed in fundamental ways. They have assumed that

called “double-loop” learning.

better alternatives either don’t exist at all or, if they do,

Double-loop learning allows leaders to go deeper than

are too utopian for the real world. Any attempt to modify

mere problem-solving. If they find that their assumptions

how colleges are run is futile, either because the current

were invalid, outdated, or inapplicable, they can replace

model cannot be improved upon or because the effort

them with more accurate and appropriate ones. Knowing

required is not worth it. In effect, all we need are a few

that the problems were stemming not from the strategies

small, incremental changes.

but from the underlying assumptions is a priceless insight,
for it allows them to reconsider not just the intended
outcomes but also the deeper goals and values. In this

“The environment within which colleges

way, double-loop learning empowers the leaders to make

function is rapidly becoming unstable.”

fundamental changes in how they think and act, thereby
increasing the chances of achieving better outcomes.
In a famous article, “Teaching Smart People How

Notice that the first assumption implies the second, for

to Learn,” Argyris points out that it is difficult to insti-

if the difficulties are temporary then, obviously, no major

tutionalize double-loop learning because successful

transformation is needed. As I argue below, however,

professional are often too smart for their own good:

the environment within which colleges function is rapidly
becoming unstable in an unprecedented way—where

Because many professionals are almost always

“environment” refers to the totality of our ecological

successful at what they do, they rarely experience

and socio-historical context. If that’s the case, then the

failure. And because they have rarely failed, they

assumptions that normalcy will return and business-

have never learned how to learn from failure. So

as-usual will continue are not just problematic; they are

whenever their single-loop learning strategies go

outright dangerous. These assumptions create a false

wrong, they become defensive, screen out criticism,

sense of optimism, narrow the range of available options,

and put the “blame” on anyone and everyone but

and increase institutional vulnerability. They constrain

themselves. In short, their ability to learn shuts down

imagination, stifle creativity, and obviate the need for

precisely at the moment they need it the most.

thinking outside the proverbial box.
One might ask: If these professionals haven’t expe-

Learning from Failure

rienced many failures in the past, why are they failing
now? The answer lies in change. In a stable environment,

Chris Argyris (d. 2013) of Harvard Business School was

there is no need to question the inherited assumptions;

quite familiar with this dynamic, which he described in

leaders can succeed simply by doing what they have
23

always done, while addressing any problems on a case-

top of natural systems, in the sense that these natural

by-case basis. But conventional problem-solving doesn’t

systems are absolutely necessary for maintaining the

work so well during periods of rapid and disruptive

physical conditions that make organized human society

change. Since most leaders are not used to turning the

possible, not to mention life itself. As the global human

critical and analytical lens back on their own assump-

system expands, it consumes more resources and

tions, they keep using the same old strategies long after

produces more waste—until it starts compromising the

they have stopped working.

very natural systems on which it is utterly dependent

If the current difficulties of higher education were

(Meadows). Much of what we celebrate as progress in

caused by random events, similar to the ones that have

the modern era was made possible by fossil-fuel driven

happened many times in the past, then single-loop

industrialization, a phenomenon that also led to an

learning would have sufficed. The reason why the usual

unprecedented enlargement of our ecological footprint.

strategies are not effective this time around is because

The process of expansion took a sharp upward turn in the

we are living in a time when both natural and social

post-WWII period when economic growth, as measured

systems are breaking down, causing the environment

by the GDP, became the dominant measure of social

to become increasingly unstable and unpredictable. An

progress—commonly known as “development” (Steffen).

environment undergoing rapid deterioration is a breeding

Just as an extravagant lifestyle cannot be maintained

ground for crises, each worse than the one before. Some

indefinitely on borrowed money, the expansion of human

of our most basic assumptions have already become

numbers and standards of living cannot continue forever

obsolete while many others are starting to fall apart,

on a finite planet. No wonder, then, that natural systems

creating an urgent need for double-loop learning.

have started to collapse at an accelerating pace, with
climate disruption being the most imminent threat to the

Systems Thinking and Soft Landings

human enterprise (Catton; Rocksröm; Jamail; WallaceWells; and Lynas).

To understand the big picture, begin by considering the
nature of systems. A system is a coherent network of
interconnected parts. Every system, whether natural
or social, has an upper limit that it is not supposed to
cross. That’s because the longer a system is forced to
function above its optimal capacity—i.e., the longer it

“Having seen the big picture, we can
appreciate that the current difficulties of
higher education are merely a foretaste of

remains in overshoot—the more susceptible it becomes

what some scientists are calling humanity’s

to collapse (Catton). Our global, hyper-connected human

‘ghastly future.’”

community is also a complex system, one that includes
all of our social arrangements, political institutions, and
economic flows that make up our “civilization.” Like any

Planetary breakdown and civilizational collapse are

other system, human civilization is subject to the inescap-

mutually reinforcing phenomena, which means we can

able logic of overshoot and collapse (Rockström). For the

expect to see more and more crises in the foreseeable

last half century, civilization has been operating beyond

future. While our predicament is global, its manifestations

its optimal limits, and, as a result, it is now in a state of

are necessarily local and varied; the same predicament

collapse—a relatively fast decline in standards of living,

is affecting different societies—and different sectors

social complexity, and population. In non-euphemistic

within each society—in very different ways. Having seen

language, this means large-scale death, destruction,

the big picture, we can appreciate that the current diffi-

and suffering.

culties of higher education are merely a foretaste of what

The mechanism of our global predicament can be
described as follows: Human civilization is built on
24
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some scientists are calling humanity’s “ghastly future”
(Bradshaw).

During times of upheaval, the typical human response is

colleges have traditionally relied will continue to dwindle;

to try to maintain the status quo by any means necessary.

as a result, the prevailing model of leadership and

Leaders in higher education, just like successful profes-

management will increasingly lose its legitimacy, forcing

sionals elsewhere, tend to rely on their experience when

us to look for more viable alternatives (Laloux). As our

making decisions. But they acquired this experience during

students become better aware of the ongoing collapse and

the relatively stable environment of the past, which renders

its terrifying implications for their future, they will start

it much less useful for dealing with an entirely unprece-

questioning the practical value of our course offerings. In

dented situation. In a time of decline and disruption, sticking

response, we will have to learn how to teach our students a

to what we have always done is tantamount to risking irrele-

significantly different set of skills than what we have been

vance at best and extinction at worst.

teaching them so far.
As we anticipate the challenges that faculty, administrators, and students are most likely to face in the coming

“There is a lot we can still do to ensure that our

decades, a simple choice appears: We can either initiate
the necessary transformation now, or we can wait until we

descent is, for the most part, gradual, peaceful,

are compelled by the brute force of circumstances to make

humane, and equitable, as opposed to sudden,

those same changes. Either way, the option of maintaining

violent, catastrophic, and oppressive.”

business-as-usual is no longer on the menu.

Return to Purpose and Learning to Learn
In order for humanity to respond effectively to its global

How can colleges make the fundamental changes that

predicament, every community and every organization

will allow them to thrive in an increasingly unstable and

must be able to think and act in creative ways. I use the

unpredictable environment? The first thing to note is that

word “response” in relation to collapse because it is simply

all change involves learning. In fact, psychologists define

too late for prevention. However, just because we cannot

the term “learning” as change in behavior as a result of

avoid the fall doesn’t mean there are no opportunities

experience, where “behavior” refers to observable actions

for meaningful action. There is a lot we can still do to

as well as private or mental events, such as thinking. The

ensure that our descent is, for the most part, gradual,

college, as an institution, is designed for teaching, but

peaceful, humane, and equitable, as opposed to sudden,

the global predicament that humanity is facing demands

violent, catastrophic, and oppressive. When it comes to

that the college becomes adept at learning. Indeed, I

developing creative responses to the ongoing collapse in

would argue that the college needs to rapidly evolve into

order to ensure a “soft landing,” our institutions of higher

a “learning organization,” an institution that is able and

education have a special responsibility for leading the way.

willing to change its behavior in response to the changing

Fulfilling that responsibility, however, involves funda-

environment so that it can continue serving its purpose.

mental changes in how colleges function. Denying the

The concept of “learning organizations” was popularized

need for the required transformation may be tempting, but

by Peter Senge in the early 1990s, who described them as

the current state of our predicament has already shattered

places “where people continually expand their capacity

many of the long-established paradigms within which

to create the results they truly desire, where new and

we are used to executing our pedagogical, scholarly, and

expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where

administrative duties. To continue functioning as if those

collective aspiration is set free, and where people are

paradigms were still intact involves sacrificing our intel-

continually learning how to learn together” (Senge 1).

lectual integrity as well as our commitment to the welfare

This raises a critical question: Can colleges learn how

of the younger generation. Moreover, as the planetary and

to learn? Any institution can become a learning organi-

civilizational collapse progresses, the resources on which

zation, provided it can overcome its own resistance to
25

change. Consider the fact that some of the most intelli-

unfamiliar terrain. The project is best pursued through

gent, perceptive, and knowledgeable individuals are found

multidisciplinary endeavors led by collapse-aware

within our institutions of higher education. This might

“communities of practice” (Wenger).

lead an ordinary person to assume that colleges must be
bastions of good judgment and foresight. Unfortunately,

Not being able to offer a roadmap, I will nevertheless
suggest a starting point for this journey—a return to purpose.
If we trace any successful endeavor to its origin, we
are likely to find a small group of people coming together

“Any fundamental change requires a strong
culture of collaboration, but our colleges follow
a scheme of governance that assumes compe-

to serve a shared purpose. Over time, however, there is a
tendency for purpose to get sidelined, as more and more
energy flows into maintaining a particular set of policies,
processes, and procedures. Essentially, the means turn

tition among interest groups, incentivizing both

into ends, and people become much more committed to

departments and individual employees to focus

the “what” and the “how” than they are to the “why.” Just

on their own short-term interests.”

like single-loop learning, this state of affairs can continue
in a stable environment but quickly becomes a liability
under conditions of rapid and disruptive change. As the
storm intensifies around us, so does our need for a spiritual

individual brilliance not only interferes with our capacity for

anchor, a more reliable moral compass, and a deeper

double-loop learning, it also does not automatically translate

wellspring of strength and creativity. Human beings can

into institutional wisdom. The culprit, of course, is organiza-

meet almost any challenge, but only if they are energized by

tional culture. The modern college is a highly conservative

a shared purpose that is worthy of their commitment and

institution, and the ascendance of neoliberalism since the

sacrifice, one that transcends their everyday concerns while

1980s has only strengthened that characteristic. Change is

also embodying their deepest values.

difficult for any organization, but it is especially tricky for the

A return to purpose would therefore require colleges

college that takes pride in its long-standing traditions and

to re-examine their values, both actual and professed,

depends heavily on the support of its alumni. The “Big Money”

and to notice any mismatch between the two. All too often,

donors—whether in politics, culture, or philanthropy—tend to

colleges become obsessed with the financial bottom line,

dislike fundamental change, for obvious reasons. In addition,

treating it as their ultimate concern. This attitude neglects

any fundamental change requires a strong culture of collab-

the fact that human beings do not live by bread alone and

oration, but our colleges follow a scheme of governance that

that the cosmos, as we experience it, is made up of stories

assumes competition among interest groups, incentivizing

rather than soulless atoms. Ultimately, the health of an

both departments and individual employees to focus on their

institution depends a lot less on its endowment, revenue,

own short-term interests. Furthermore, the conservative

and enrollment, and a lot more on its spiritual wealth,

nature of the college tends to intensify during crises, making

which can only come from a community’s relationship with

it even more risk-avoidant at a time when organizational flexi-

a higher purpose, from its collective sense of “why.” Even

bility is most needed.

though “result-oriented” leaders tend to be cynical about

Yet, culture is created and maintained through human

the reality of the spirit, it is still disconcerting to encounter

choices, which means we can change much of our orga-

that mindset in religiously affiliated colleges. The real

nizational culture by committing to alternative choices.

bottom line is that God—or history—cannot be deceived

There is, of course, an entire science of deliberate

by slogans. Ultimately, we are judged by what we actually

culture change—called applied cultural evolution—that

do, and not by what we say on our brochures and websites.

we can draw upon. The task, however, is enormous, and

Better marketing can never compensate for a lack of

no single individual can provide a complete roadmap

higher purpose, for the issue is not how we tell our story

for how colleges should move forward in this absolutely

but whether we have a story worth telling.

26
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Both purpose and values are ultimately about meaning.

become more meaningful as the world goes deeper into

Human beings can always find a sense of meaning in their

collapse. It is only after we have taken this first step that

experience, regardless of how harsh and hopeless their

we would be able to see the rest of our path.

circumstances might be. As educators living in the age of
collapse, we are therefore confronted with the following
questions: What is the meaning of our vocation in this
unique historical moment? Given the reality of planetary
and civilizational collapse, what do we owe our students?
What do we owe society? How should colleges that claim a
religious heritage and a transcendent purpose respond to

Endnotes
1. I am grateful to the following individuals for providing
feedback on earlier versions of this essay: Jason Mahn, AbdurRauf Ahmed, Wendy Freeman, Ken Foster, Michael Johnson,
Jonathan Steinwand, David Creech, Elna Solvang, Michelle
Lelwica, Anne Mocko, Leila Zakhirova, and Jan Pranger.

the unfolding global predicament? What is the most meaningful thing we can do at this time, in this situation?
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